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The relative increase of NIMH funding spent on research on emotion since 1985 




The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) in the United States is the lead federal funding agency for psychology 
and psychiatry. It is one of the 27 agencies that make up the National Institutes of Health (NIH). Accordingly, NIMH, 
due to its size, prestige, and relevancy to affective and related research, provides an excellent basis for investigating 
research funding trends. Moreover, NIH is one of the very few research funding agencies world-wide that keeps 
detailed public records of its grants since 1985. This information is available through an online portal called NIH 
RePORTER. 
From NIH RePORTER, we collected all the NIMH grant data from 1985 to 2018. Then we identified within the NIMH 
grants the subgroup of grants related to research on emotion as those that featured either in their title or abstract at 
least one of the following keywords: ‘emotion’, ‘emotions’, ‘emote’, ‘emotive’. The figure illustrates the evolution of 
research funding on emotion as a percentage of overall NIMH funding on a yearly basis. Performing regression on 
this normalised time series confirms that funding of research on emotion experienced a significant increase as portion 
of the overall NIMH budget (Pearson correlation, r = 0.260, p < 0.001). In fact, it doubled, starting from about 6% of 





The extent to which publications with considerable emotion content outgrew publications concerning 
behaviour without emotion content since 1980 
Figure 1c shows the evolution of EM publications as percentage of the BBM category since 1980 (see below). 
 
Methodology 
The Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) thesaurus is a controlled and hierarchically organised vocabulary produced 
by the National Library of Medicine. It is used for indexing, cataloguing, and searching of biomedical and health-
related information. MeSH includes the subject headings appearing in MEDLINE/PubMed, the NLM Catalog, and 
other NLM databases. (https://www.nlm.nih.gov/mesh/meshhome.html) 
We used the MeSH category ‘Behavior and Behavior Mechanisms’ (BBM) to acquire through PubMed all the relevant 
publications since 1980. In this MeSH category, papers that typically featured considerable affective content fall 
largely under the branch ‘Emotions’ (EM). Behaviour papers with either non-affective or partly affective content fall 
largely under the other branches of the BBM category. We consider the EM group the forefront of affective 
scholarship.  
We found in PubMed that between 1980 and 2018 104,563 EM publications appeared in the literature within a total 
of 1,449,758 BBM publications. To test if the growth in the number of EM publications is above and beyond the 
natural expansion of the science system the last 40 years, we computed the proportion of the EM publications each 
year with respect to the overall number of BBM publications that year. The figure shows the evolution of the EM 
proportion during the period of observation. The increase is not only statistically significant (Pearson correlation, r = 
0.765; p < 0.001) but also materially impressive. The relative volume of publications with considerable affective 
content in behavioural research more or less doubled since 1980, increasing from ~4.5% in 1980 to ~9.2% in 2018.   
Figures 1d-g 
The increasing prominence of affect in research on cognitive mechanisms.  
Figures 1d-1g present the evolution of emotion content as a percentage of the overall publications on memory, 
attention, perception, and decision-making. 
Methodology 
To investigate to what degree emotion methods and content pollinated other areas of scholarship in psychology, we 
selected four MeSH areas:  
 
X = {‘Memory, ‘Attention’, ‘Perception’, ‘Decision-making’}. 
  
For each area Xi, we ran two queries in the PubMed database: Q1: ‘Xi and Emotion'’ and Q2: ‘Xi’. The first, joint query 
yielded those publications in subject area Xi that featured significant emotion content. The second, simple query yielded all 
the publications in Xi, that is, both those with and those without emotion content. The figure shows the growth of publications 
with considerable emotion content in each area Xi as a percentage of the total number of Xi publications each year. 
Performing regression in all cases confirms the strong increase of the publications featuring significant emotion content in 
each area Xi, net of all other factors (Pearson correlation, r > 0.8; p < 0.001 in all cases). Depending on the case, this this 
increase is between two-fold and ten-fold.  
Supplementary Reading List 
Please note: No attempt has been made to ensure that this list is representative or balanced across 
disciplines, impact, time or theories. A more complete analysis and explanation of individual papers, 
books and events that led to the rise of the affectivism is currently underway as part of a 
complementary project. 
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